
30  New Perspectives Association of Healthcare Internal Auditors December 2010

Report Writing

A Few Good Words— 
Developing Report-Writing Guidance
By Sally F. Cutler

Note: This is the second in a series of three 
columns focusing on how audit leadership can 
enhance reports using up-to-date design and 
delivery.

You and your staff spend time 
polishing audit reports, aiming to 

make them accurate, logical and clear. But 
polishing also includes spending a lot of 
time and effort ironing out inconsistencies, 
even quibbling over formatting and 
punctuation. Just yesterday, you and 
your senior managers spent a half hour 
arguing about whether you needed a 
comma before the word “and”! You’d like 
to reduce the effort—not to mention the 
frustration—at the same time that you 
increase report consistency.

This column explores the type and extent 
of guidance internal audit departments 
may provide to report writers to increase 
consistency and to reduce drafting and 
revision time. Included are suggestions 
for what such guidance should include 
and for how templates may be used as 
guidance. Also included is a discussion 
of the advantages and disadvantages of 
providing writers with “model” reports.

Benefits of Report-Writing Guidance

Report-writing guidance has advantages 
for audit shops regardless of size:

• For larger audit shops—especially 
those that are geographically 
dispersed—such guidance is 
essential for producing a uniform 
“product.” Lacking such guidance, 
large shops inevitably diverge 
in their reporting approaches. 
Such divergence makes it harder 
to consolidate and summarize 
information for executive and board 
readers. In addition, divergence may 
distract those who read multiple 
reports. Finally, it constrains internal 
audit’s ability to “brand” its services.

• For smaller audit shops, report-
writing guidance streamlines report 
issuance. It also enhances reading 
for executive and board readers 
by limiting distractions. Finally, it 
supports the professionalism of even 
the smallest shops.

The exercise of developing report-writing 
guidance may prompt internal audit to 
assess its reporting format and style. This 
assessment may lead to better alignment 
with internal audit’s mission and the 
organization’s needs and culture. Such 
an assessment also may involve auditors 
at various levels, tapping their expertise 
and building enthusiasm for the quality of 
reporting.

Finally, report-writing guidance is useful 
for new-auditor training. It helps auditors 
get up to speed on how the internal audit 
function reports its results, including the 
function’s style preferences.

What to Include

The trick in developing report-writing 
guidance is to call out issues specific 
to your internal audit function while 
steering clear of writing a report-
writing or grammar and punctuation 
“textbook.” To avoid overdoing the 
guidance, you should stick to the practical 
implementation of your reporting 
approaches and exclude report-writing 
theory and general punctuation and 
grammar rules. Save such information for 
training sessions that improve the overall 
skills of the writers and reviewers.

Effective report-writing guidance should 
enable quick reference. Whether accessed 
electronically or in hard copy, the 
guidance needs good navigation: clear 
separation of issues, a table of contents, 
and a functional index. In electronic form, 
the table of contents and index can be 
clickable.

Report-writing guidance typically 
includes the following categories: your 
report content and structure, your 
report-writing process, your report 
format, and your style preferences. 
Some report-writing guidance also 
includes a section that we might call 
“pet peeves”: issues about which 
internal audit senior management has 
developed a sensitivity.

Here are common inclusions in each 
category:

Report Content and Structure

• Your report sections are listed and 
defined in terms of what they tell. 
Take care to use industry best-
practice terms (purpose, scope, opinion, 
conditions, criteria, causes, effects, 
recommendations, etc.) and to use the 
terms consistently. 

• Your expectations for the length of 
each report section are provided. 
Expectations about length help 
writers understand the expected level 
of detail.

• Your report distribution is 
specified (if fixed) or explained (if 
variable).

Report-Writing Process

• Your expected reporting-writing 
process is defined. For example, you 
may describe how and when findings 
are documented, how and when audit 
observations are drafted, when and 
by whom observations are reviewed, 
when and by whom the executive 
summary is written, and when and by 
whom the report is finalized.

• Writers’ and reviewers’ 
responsibilities are defined. Clarity 
about responsibilities can streamline 
reporting cycle time. 
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Format

• Consider communicating your 
format using templates (see the next 
discussion in this column) rather 
than within the report-writing 
guidance. However, if you include 
format guidance, these are some 
considerations:

• Your report format is described, 
including page layout, heading 
levels, headers and footers, fonts and 
font characteristics, spacing and so 
forth.

• Acceptable use of graphics is 
described.

• Use of or prohibition against 
footnotes, glossaries and appendices 
is defined.

• Acceptable variations in your format 
are described.

Style Preferences

• These are your internal audit 
function’s decisions about writing 
issues where options exist based on 
preferences.

• Your preferred self-reference is 
identified. Self-reference is whether 
the internal audit function refers to 
itself in the first person plural or in 
the third person. The contemporary 
preference is first person plural (we, 
us, our, ours) rather than the third 
person (internal audit or the auditors); 
however, some audit shops prefer 
third person.

• Preferred tenses are defined. 
These definitions usually require 
distinctions for different types of 
information; for example, criteria 
are conventionally expressed using 
present tense, while conditions are 
conventionally expressed used some 
form of past tense.

• Your preferred style for 
recommendations (if included) is 
defined. Styles include imperative 
verbs (for example, Design and 
implement a process for…) as well 
as the conditional mode (for 
example, Management should design 
and implement a process for…) and 
the stative mode (for example, We 
recommend that management design and 
implement…).

• Your preference for the use or non-
use of the serial comma is identified. 
The serial comma is the one before 
the conjunction (usually and) in a 

series of three or more items. The 
contemporary technical-writing 
preference is to use this comma; 
however, some audit shops do not 
use it.

• The acceptability of bullet lists 
and their formatting are defined. 
Formatting includes capitalization 
(for example, whether to use initial 
caps for all bullet items or only for 
full sentences) and end-punctuation 
(for example, whether to punctuate 
sentence fragments with no end 
punctuation—a contemporary look—
or with commas or semicolons).

• Preferences and expectations for 
terminology are listed. For example, 
a preference for using audit and 
not review is listed, as are other 
internal audit and organization term 
preferences.

• Terms that are always or never 
to be capitalized are identified. 
Capitalization is often an 
organizational preference.

• Preferred number conventions 
are listed. Some of the number 
conventions that may be covered 
are when to change from expressing 
numbers in words to expressing 
numbers in numerals (usually 10), 
whether to express percentages 
and units of time using numerals 
regardless of value (for example, 
2 percent rather than two percent), 
how to express currency (especially 
in international organizations) 
and whether large numbers will 
be expressed using mixed case 
(the technical-writing standard) or 
abbreviations such a k (compare $1.0 
million to $1,000k). A related issue is 
whether to use the percent symbol 
(%) instead of the word.

• Preferences for American or British 
spelling and punctuation are defined 
for organizations operating in both 
environments.

Pet Peeves

• Some internal audit shops develop 
a sensitivity for or against certain 
words. For example, a shop may 
decide to avoid words such as failure 
or inadequate. If such pet peeves exist, 
they should be specified.

• Some internal audit managers and 
executives like to specify a preference 
for active voice over passive voice. 
Both “voices” are grammatically 

correct, and passive voice is often 
useful. Still, if such a pet peeve exists, 
it should be explained.

Templates as Guidance

Word-processing templates are great 
timesavers and can do much to 
standardize and streamline the look of 
reports. As such, a skilled user of your 
word-processing software should develop 
or finalize the template, using formatting 
mechanisms to create the most functional 
template.

The template can control the following:

• Page layout: orientation, margins, 
indentation.

• Heading levels: font, font 
characteristics, capitalization, 
indentation.

• Headers and footers: pagination, 
dates, other identifying 
information, fonts, font 
characteristics, layout.

• Body text: fonts and font 
characteristics, spacing (between 
paragraphs and sentences), bullet 
formatting.

• Appendices: varying headers and 
footers.

Furthermore, templates may contain 
“prompts” for the writers. Such 
prompts can remind the writers about 
the content and length of report 
sections. The prompts also can remind 
writers about common pitfalls in a 
particular section.

Prompts may be embedded in the report 
sections or inserted as comments in the 
template. Either way, writers need to be 
reminded to clear the prompts before 
finalizing the document.

Advantages and Disadvantages  
of “Model” Reports

Many writers find examples more helpful 
than advice. An example makes the 
advice real, and we can relate the example 
to our own writing situation.

On the other hand, models can easily 
become boilerplate. It’s understandable 
that writers—especially less-experienced 
ones—are tempted to copy the model 
rather than to adapt it. Writers need to 
understand the intent of the models, 
and reviewers need to ensure that they 
likewise do not treat the models as the 
only way to write the reports.
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If you decide to use models, consider 
these approaches:

• Develop more than one model. Aim 
to illustrate a wide range of reports, 
for example, those that have narrow 
scopes and broad scopes, those 
that describe well-controlled and 
poorly-controlled areas and those 
that include and do not include IT or 
other specialized concerns. Having 
more than one model may limit 
the tendency to treat the model as 
boilerplate.

• Use actual reports, but cure any flaws 
before presenting them as models. 
Using real reports provides richer 
models. However, “perfecting” the 
reports makes for stronger models.

• Continue to add to the store of 
models as you issue well-written 
reports. Keeping the models fresh 
helps limit their use as boilerplate.

Less Frustration, More Consistency

Your internal audit function has put time 
and effort into developing guidance, 
templates and models. Involvement by 
a number of managers and auditors has 
tapped the expertise across the function, 
and all agree that the results have been 
worth the effort. You’re already seeing a 
new enthusiasm for reporting quality, and 
you’re looking forward to the rewards of 
issuing more consistent reports. NP

Sally F. Cutler, president of Word-Wrights 
Incorporated, provides report-writing training 
and consulting for internal audit departments 
worldwide. A collection of these columns—
also titled “A Few Good Words”—is available 
through online booksellers. Sally also has 
written two books on audit reporting, both 
published by The Institute of Internal Audi-
tors Research Foundation. You may reach her 
at Sally.Cutler@Word-Wrights.com or (315) 
626-2545.
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